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The ten essays in Home Words: Discourses of 
Children’s Literature in Canada are the product 
of a three-year, Winnipeg-based collaborative 
project, referred to by the twelve contributors as 
“the Childplaces project” or “the Home project,” 
which involved annual meetings to discuss “ways 
in which discourses of home function in Canadian 
children’s literature” (xiii). Vigorous discussions, on 
a less formal basis, obviously took place throughout 
the research and writing period, enabling, to use 
editor Mavis Reimer’s words, “exchange of views 
and resources, reworking of drafts, and testing and 
challenging of ideas” (x). The resulting essays “at once 
bristle with cross-talk and cohere in their difference” 
(226), concludes Neil Besner, one of the assigned 
“metacritics” of the project, who describes the work 
as “a group of essays that at once advance a particular 
argument and speak across that argument to each 
other” (230). The writers’ transparent revelations of the 
evolution of their thoughts and ideas as they appear 
in the fi nal work reveal not only the development of 
individual responses to the concept of home, but also 
the signifi cant impact of the ongoing discussion on 
those responses. Highly successful and stimulating 
in its readings of Canadian children’s literature, 
the edited collection is also a model of interactive 
and co-operative scholarship. I read Home Words 
with increasing excitement and anticipation as the 
discussion successfully situated primary texts within 
current discourses of postcolonial and postmodern 
thought. Although the group doubts the success of 
its attempts to attract a broader readership than the 
regular academic audience, the intellectually rigorous 
essays are unusually accessible and engaging. As part 
of Wilfrid Laurier University Press’s multidisciplinary 
series, Studies in Childhood and Family in Canada, and 
through its connections with the Centre for Research 
in Young People’s Texts and Cultures at the University 
of Winnipeg, where Mavis Reimer is the Canada 
Research Chair in the Culture of Childhood, the 
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project and collection are grounded in a recognizable and invigorating 
interdisciplinary approach. This work is the result and the beginning 
of a long-awaited integration and inclusion of Canadian children’s 
literature within the more general fi elds of Canadian literature and 
literary theory and criticism. I do not think that I am overestimating 
the importance of this book when I claim that it will stand as the work 
that fi nally brought Canadian children’s literature into the mainstream 
literary discussion, instigating and inspiring further work in response to 
its open invitation to continue the fertile discussion that has only just 
begun.
In her 2008 article, “Harry Potter and the Novice’s Confession,” 
Linda Hutcheon confesses with regret that she “could have studied 
(and taught) all the things I did study (and teach) in my entire 
career using the vast and rich corpus of children’s literature” (170). 
She identifi es in children’s literature the presence of postmodern 
elements: parody, metafi ction, the “mixing of the visual and verbal,” 
and the rewriting of subversive narratives (171). Before going on to 
discuss her topic of adaptation, Hutcheon comments on other areas 
enriched by studying children’s literature, specifi cally, “postcoloniality 
and multiculturalism,” and writes that Home Words suggests that 
“children’s literature in Canada (as elsewhere) confronts head-on the 
issues of nationhood, race, ethnicity, and belonging” (171). The fact 
that Linda Hutcheon is publishing in The Lion and the Unicorn and 
talked about Canadian children’s literature in her keynote speech 
at the University of Ottawa’s 2008 symposium, “Re: Reading the 
Postmodern,” are promising signs that the impossible, stubborn, and 
unproductive separation of literature for adults and literature for 
children in Canada is fi nally breaking down.1 Much of the credit for 
this welcome and overdue development goes to the writers whose 
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work is collected in Home Words, particularly those 
who have been arguing for the complexity and richness 
of Canadian children’s literature for a number of years 
now. 
Looking at the word and concept of “home” 
openly and suggestively, the writers consider it in a 
variety of forms, including those of domicile, nation, 
webpage, game-board square, family (bonded by 
fi liation and affi liation), community, land, private 
property, security, comfort, birthplace, and goal. 
The absence or lack of home is as prominent as its 
presence, making itself known in its “unhomely” 
guises of migrant, homeless, nomadic, and displaced, 
in alien, “away,” and estranged spaces as opposed to 
the identifi able and familiarized places that constitute 
home. The ten essays, introduction, and conclusion, 
written by anglophone and francophone Canadians, 
an Australian, and a French critic, cover a range of 
material and topics from Québécois historical fi ction 
for young adults to Canadian Aboriginal picture books 
by Aboriginal authors. Although the two essays written 
by francophone critics discuss French texts exclusively 
and thus isolate this area to some extent, there are 
attempts to mix things up as references to French and 
English works appear throughout the collection, the 
word “home” is used in both languages, and the index 
incorporates English and French. Nevertheless, the 
inclusion of two chapters written in French inside a 
book with an English title and an English introduction 
and conclusion is awkward and problematic. The 
slippery matter of classifi cation (based on author, 
subject matter, language, or audience—and what 
about translation?) and the challenge involved in the 
inclusion of English, French, and Aboriginal children’s 
literature in Canada in a single and unifi ed study is 
apparent in Perry Nodelman’s deliberately lengthy 
title, “At Home on Native Land: A Non-Aboriginal 
Canadian Scholar Discusses Aboriginality and Property 
in Canadian Double-Focalized Novels for Young 
Adults.” Rather than avoiding or solving complications 
and controversies, this collection confronts them, 
obviously inviting responses, feedback, and dialogue in 
the continuation of a discussion that does not presume 
to answer or solve the questions and diffi culties that it 
raises. 
Contributors to Home Words are acutely aware of 
their own positions and the more general positioning 
of all writers and critics of children’s literature as those 
who speak for others. Perry Nodelman, for example, 
refers to Linda Alcoff’s “The Problem of Speaking 
for Others” in order to emphasize the importance of 
considering the subject positions of writer, character, 
and audience. Such an awareness, desirable in all 
literary discussion, is perhaps nowhere more prominent 
than in discussions of children’s literature, where the 
dynamics of domination, oppression, and privilege 
are visible and obvious, demanding postcolonial 
approaches and readings.2 Nodelman’s reference to 
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Alcoff’s compelling argument that the voices of privileged persons 
speaking for the underprivileged can actually reinforce “the oppression 
of the group spoken for” (7) sent me to Alcoff’s essay. Alcoff examines 
the complexities involved in what she identifi es as two choices: to 
speak and thus risk a “desire for mastery and domination” (24) or 
“to retreat from all practices of speaking” and risk the reduction or 
erasure of “political effectivity” (17). Among the thoughtful suggestions 
and advice offered by Alcoff, her use of the word “hear” resonated 
most strongly for me as I considered how infrequently the act of 
hearing, as opposed to speaking, is recognized and celebrated.3 In 
her conclusion, she writes: “I hope that this analysis will contribute to 
rather than diminish the important discussion going on today about 
how to develop strategies for a more equitable, just distribution of 
the ability to speak and be heard” (29). It struck me that Home Words 
has indeed modelled and employed strategies that privilege listening 
and hearing, recognizing that responsible speaking and writing 
are ethically dependent on the prerequisites of active and accurate 
hearing and listening. By foregrounding the way in which project 
participants listen to one another, Home Words has, in a self-refl exive 
manner, become structured to refl ect and model what it advocates and 
proposes for critical work in the areas of Canadian children’s literature, 
Canadian literature, and postcolonial studies: the careful inclusion and 
consideration of the voices and ideas of others in order to speak and 
write with sensitivity and understanding.
A focus on readers and types of reading responses informs many 
of the essays in Home Words. Explorations of ways of reading the 
primary texts stress the subversive nature of the literature and place 
responsibility on the reader to be aware of these subversive tendencies. 
For example, Doris Wolf and Paul DePasquale, in their chapter, “At 
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Home on Native Land: A Study of Canadian Aboriginal 
Picture Books by Aboriginal Authors,” carefully and 
persuasively demonstrate the “limitations of celebratory 
reading,” advocating a “reading strategy that teases 
out the protest from the overlying idyllic images drawn 
largely from tradition” (102). Similarly, using Pierre 
Bourdieu’s term, “a capital of consecration,” Nodelman 
warns against the process and effects of using the 
power and possession of “capital” to consecrate 
readings and interpretations. He explains his need 
and responsibility to challenge the literature’s “ideals 
of intercultural acceptance” by “looking beneath the 
surface and reading against what they consciously 
declare” (126). The call to read against and below the 
surface has been previously noted by contributors in 
earlier works. Louise Saldanha, for example, in her 
1999 essay in Voices of the Other: Children’s Literature 
and the Postcolonial Context, laments that “reductive 
interpretive policies threaten to neutralize the presence 
of potentially radical children’s literature” (174). 
Reimer introduces class when she identifi es the 
“gap of privilege” (18) that emerges between homeless 
characters—specifi cally “street kids”—and readers, 
identifying “the young reader’s response to the book” 
as a “marker of his or her cultural place” (18). A 
recognition of the placement of the reader—according 
to culture, class, gender, nation, and race—in readers’ 
responses to the text is implicit in many of the chapters. 
Andrew O’Malley, for example, pursues issues of 
gendered reading in his discussion of how genres of 
domesticity and adventure function in Catharine Parr 
Traill’s Canadian Crusoes. Clare Bradford’s analysis of 
mainstream Canadian and Australian texts that “situate 
their protagonists in privileged [white] positions 
within national space” implies the obvious exclusion 
of readers who do not conform “to the will of the 
national imaginary” and are thus absent from those 
“versions of nationhood where citizens are nurtured 
and loved insofar as they conform” to that imaginary 
(192). Margaret Mackey’s chapter, written with James 
Nahachewsky and Janice Banser, takes the topic of 
readers and reading in a different direction in its 
revelation of why these three writers abandoned their 
attempts to make the critical discussion of “the ideas 
of ‘home’ in Canadian literature . . . available to a 
wider public than the strictly academic circles in which 
it initially appears” (195) through the “translation” 
of this material into a webpage where it would be 
more accessible and visual. Fascinating in its honest 
confession of the diffi culties encountered, the chapter 
develops and theorizes the foregrounding of reading 
and the reader, thus contributing to this central concern 
in children’s literature of the subject position and 
identity of the reader. 
The presence and crossing of borders becomes 
a powerful motif in the individual and collective 
discussions. In the conclusion to the volume, Besner 
comments that “one quite visible (and more vocal) 
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argument implicitly made by this collection is that 
there is no clear border—in criticism or in the primary 
texts—between writing for children, and its attendant 
scholarship, and other Canadian writing” (227). He 
goes on to suggest that “perhaps the entire precinct 
of children’s writing migrates more often across a 
permeable border than the traditional segregations 
of the discipline might have imagined” (227). This is 
certainly the largest and most troublesome border to be 
challenged and broken down by this work, but borders 
inherent in discussions of children’s literature are also 
rigorously addressed in these essays. Most prominent 
in terms of its treatment of borders is Saldanha’s 
“White Picket Fences: At Home with Multicultural 
Literature in Canada?” The pages of Saldanha’s essay 
incorporate text boxes that allow the actual text to be 
placed within, outside, and through the borders of the 
boxes, in an illustration of her thesis that in “books by 
writers of colour in Canada” there exists “the potential 
of racial representations to move inside, to move 
through, to move against stifl ing Eurocentric designs on 
the nation space” (141). These borders are essentially 
the ones constructed by the “homely imaginary” as 
established by the works examined in Bradford’s essay. 
The playful attitude toward the physical page draws 
attention to the careful reading practices developed in 
the study of children’s literature—practices that focus 
on the relationship between the visual and the verbal, 
that take into account the physical properties of the 
book as a material object, and that are cognizant of all 
manner of literal and metaphoric borders and gaps.
Deborah Schnitzer’s “Windows as Homing Devices 
in Canadian Picture Books” works with the border 
between the interior and the exterior. Supported 
by many of the sixteen colour illustrations inserted 
in the middle of the book, the essay identifi es and 
describes several “types” of windows, including 
“stained windows” and “ROSTA/ROSTA-gris windows” 
in an attempt to “defi ne pivotal home-making 
practices and activities,” which demonstrate the 
“permeability, changeability, and instability of home 
front assumptions” (169). Schnitzer’s chapter, which 
begins with Anne’s view out of her bedroom window 
on her fi rst morning at Green Gables, develops into 
a complex and convincing treatment of the subtle 
and powerful possibilities of windows. An analysis of 
Deborah Delaronde’s Flour Sack Flora notes that “the 
process of making the dress is drafted in a number of 
community dwellings with shared renderings of the 
exterior scene, emphasizing the collective, secure, and 
sustaining values of the community” (167). This section 
includes references to the collaboration of Delaronde 
and illustrator Gary Chartrand (three of the book’s 
colour illustrations are included), drawing attention to 
the co-operative impulse of the creative process, which 
mirrors the thematic concerns with community that 
are articulated in the primary text. The collaborative 
basis of the critical discussion is also apparent here. 
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“Windows” fi gure prominently in Mackey’s work with computers and 
screens in her chapter, “Home Page,” while Nodelman and Wolf and 
DePasquale refer to Flour Sack Flora in their chapters. 
If I am generous in my praise of this book, it is because I am 
genuinely excited by the voices that I hear and the discussion that is 
now well underway. And I am as inspired by the collaborative and 
co-operative process as I am by the perceptive and stimulating insights. 
The balanced tone of modest confi dence is exhilarating and refreshing. 
Having spent a fair amount of time considering the importance of 
“home” in the children’s literature that I read and teach, I am now, after 
reading Home Words, thinking much more about the ramifi cations of 
homelessness. Such thoughts immediately lead to striking connections 
between so-called Canadian children’s literature and postmodern and 
postcolonial Canadian literature. O’Malley’s observation of the value 
placed on security and privacy in the colonial establishment of home 
as “a space not just of welcoming and comfort, but necessarily of 
exclusion, constructed to keep out unwanted and dangerous elements” 
(73) sounds remarkably contemporary, and is obviously threatened by 
an increasingly globalized world involving migrancy, displacement, 
and homelessness. Wolf and DePasquale discuss homelessness, 
specifi cally the term “nomadic,” as it is understood in positive terms 
by theorists Said, Deleuze, and Guattari and as it is viewed in much 
more tentative terms by “Anishinabe author Louise Erdrich” and “Cree 
scholar Neal McLeod” (93). The nomadic position as a desired and 
celebrated condition in the movement away from nationhood and 
territorialization is set against Erdrich’s assessment of the nomadic as 
a complex combination of choice and necessity. Both desired and 
undesired migrancy defi ne themselves in terms of a relationship to land 
(relinquished or lost)—land being another common determinant in a 
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number of the book’s assessments of what constitutes 
the ingredients, rights, and criteria of home. 
Reimer argues that the “mobility of the child subject 
is an ambivalent condition” (22). The same could be 
said of mobility in general in the so-called globalized 
world. In her essay, Reimer stresses the “mourning” 
resulting from an “expulsion from home,” but at the 
same time cautiously examines potential advantages, 
including movements from oppression into privilege, 
offered by “the metaphorical untying of home” (22). If 
unhoming renders borders more permeable and allows 
for a mobility that challenges the concept of home 
as private, owned, exclusive, and secure, then the 
nomadic movement holds promise. The continuation 
or even the permanence of unhoming in a vacuous 
space that is never transformed into an identifi able 
place, however, could be quite horrifying. For those 
who can choose and control their methods and 
degrees of mobility, the condition of migrant, exile, 
or nomad can be invigorating. For those with limited 
agency, however, the nomadic condition perhaps 
concentrates more on mourning and loss for what does 
not exist rather than hope and expectation for what 
could exist. Home Words demands that we respond by 
making connections. We can consider, for example, 
the conditions of homeless characters in children’s 
literature and think about those who have been denied 
“home” land as well as those who have chosen or 
have been forced into “unhomely” spaces. Canadian 
children’s literature is an integral part of this discussion, 
in which, ideally, hearing and listening precede and 
accompany speaking and writing.
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 1 Although Canadian critics have contributed to studies that discuss 
children’s literature within the context of literature in general, and 
specifi cally within postcolonial studies, Canadian children’s literature 
as a viable academic and theoretical fi eld has tended to lag behind 
Australian, American, and British children’s literature. Roderick 
McGillis’s edited collection, Voices of the Other: Children’s Literature 
and the Postcolonial, contains a number of essays by Canadian critics, 
while Perry Nodelman’s “The Other: Orientalism, Colonialism, and 
Children’s Literature” is considered a central work in postcolonial 
criticism of children’s literature. The acceptance and inclusion of the 
actual fi eld of Canadian children’s literature in Canadian courses, 
literary journals, publishing, and critical discussions, however, has 
been slow and has met with considerable resistance.
 2 Jacqueline Rose’s 1984 book, The Case of Peter Pan; or, The 
Impossibility of Children’s Fiction, discusses children’s literature as 
postcolonial. Alison Lurie’s Don’t Tell the Grown-ups: Subversive 
Children’s Literature (1990) concentrates on the subversive nature of 
children’s literature. These approaches, established in the 1980s and 
1990s, have been further explored and developed in recent critical 
discussions in the fi eld.
 3 Alcoff uses the word in her advice to strive for “a serious and sincere 
commitment to remain open to criticism and to attempt actively, 
attentively, and sensitively to ‘hear’ (understand) the criticism” (26).
Notes
